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ABSTRACT 
It wasn’t long after the Chicago Opera Company postponed staging The Love for Three 
Oranges in December of 1919 that Prokofiev decided to create The Fiery Angel. In November of 
the same year he was reading Valery Bryusov’s novel, “The Fiery Angel.” At the same time he 
was establishing a closer relationship with his future wife, Lina Codina. For various reasons the 
composition of The Fiery Angel endured over many years. In April of 1920 at the Metropolitan 
Opera, none of his three operas - The Gambler, The Love for Three Oranges, and The Fiery 
Angel - were accepted for staging. He received no additional support from his colleagues Sergi 
Diaghilev, Igor Stravinsky, Vladimir Mayakovsky, and Pierre Souvchinsky, who did not care for 
the subject of Bryusov’s plot. Despite his unsuccessful attempts to have the work premiered, he 
continued working and moved from the U.S. to Europe, where he continued to compose, 
finishing the first edition of The Fiery Angel. He married Lina Codina in 1923. Several years 
later, while posing for portrait artist Anna Ostroumova-Lebedeva, the composer learned about 
the mysteries of a love triangle between Bryusov, Andrey Bely and Nina Petrovskaya. It was 
then that Prokofiev’s characters took shape, reflecting the conflicting relationships in Bryusov’s 
real life and characters from the novel, as well as themes from Prokofiev’s own life. 
This paper will discuss Prokofiev’s third opera, The Fiery Angel. In addition to brief 
biographical, character, and plot information, topics will include issues Prokofiev encountered 
with creating the libretto, the relationship between his real-life love triangle and that depicted in 
the opera, and the impact Prokofiev’s ever-evolving relationship with religion and the occult had 
on the work. 
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PREFACE 
How did the actual idea to write a research paper about Sergei Prokofiev’s opera The 
Fiery Angel materialize? In 1997, I resided in St. Petersburg, Russia to finish my specialization 
in conducting. During my stay, the Mariinsky Theatre became my second home. Not missing a 
single performance, one day I saw that they would perform Prokofiev’s opera. It would be 
running for an entire month and thanks to my curiosity, I familiarized myself with the complete 
repertoire and intended to be present at each one. Very fortunate to obtain permission to attend 
the rehearsals directly from maestro Valery Gergiev, I did not miss my opportunity. The overall 
impression was remarkable. The first performance was highly inspirational for me both 
personally and professionally, providing an immense desire to become closely acquainted with 
this unique opera. After twenty years of contemplating this piece, I had the opportunity to 
examine the opera academically, if not in performance.  I decided to focus on Prokofiev’s 
controversial portrayal of the characters, as related to his life and the difficulties he encountered 
in having the work produced.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
Sergei Prokofiev’s The Fiery Angel is his third opera, written between 1919 and 1927. 
The creation of this work took place over varying circumstances, including changes in social and 
political life in the USSR, as well as those in Prokofiev’s personal life. The Fiery Angel, both the 
novel and the opera, are symbolic works, enabling different points of view, which, even today, 
give the possibility of different interpretations. This maintains the novelty of the opera, which 
has been staged more often in the last fifteen years than it had been in the past.  
 
Sergei Prokofiev (1891-1953) 
As several in-depth biographies of Sergei Prokofiev have already been written, it is not 
within the scope of this document to delve into and expand upon those previous examinations. 
For the purposes of this paper, the abbreviated biography from Music Sales Classical will 
suffice: 
Sergei Prokofiev received his first piano instruction from his mother, who also 
encouraged composing. After studies with Gliere, he passed the entrance examination at 
the St. Petersburg Conservatory. There he studied with Rimsky-Korsakov and Liadov.  
 
He formed a lasting relationship with Sergei Diaghilev, who arranged his first 
performance outside Russia (Rome, 1915). The opera The Love of the Three Oranges and 
the Third Piano Concerto were premiered in Chicago in 1921. In Paris, where Prokofiev 
settled, Diaghilev produced his ballets during the years 1921-32.  
 
After returning to Russia, he composed Peter and the Wolf, the opera War and Peace, 
and the ballets Romeo and Juliet and Cinderella. He died in 1953.1 
 
                                                 
1 “Sergei Prokofiev,” Music Sales Classical, accessed March 23, 2018. 
http://www.musicsalesclassical.com/composer/short-bio/Sergei-Prokofiev. 
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Characters 
Ruprecht a knight 
Renata a maiden loved by Ruprecht 
Landlady Hostess of the Inn 
Peasant  
Fortuneteller  
Jacob Glock Bookseller 
Agrippa von Nettesheim Doctor of Philosophy 
Count Heinrich  
Mathias Wissmann a university friend of Ruprecht’s 
Angelika the Indian 
Doctor  
Mephistopheles  
Johann Faust Doctor of Philosophy and Medicine 
Cologne Innkeeper  
Servant Boy 
Neighbors  
Three Skeletons  
Mother Superior  
Inquisitor  
Nuns  
Spirits Acrobatic Troupe, based on Prokofiev’s 
idea of depicting demons on the stage. 
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Synopsis 
 For the purposes of this examination of The Fiery Angel, a previously-crafted synopsis of 
the libretto from the Bolshoi Theatre of Russia is used below: 
Act I 
 
Scene 1. Ruprecht, a traveler, arrives to a rented room where he is to stay for the night. 
He is distracted by noise coming from another room where he finds Renata, a woman 
possessed by spirits. Renata tells him her life story. As a young girl, she had seen a Fiery 
Angel, Madiel, who had become her friend but refused her physical love as she grew 
older. Later, she met the Count Heinrich who she thought was Madiel himself. They lived 
happily in his castle for a year but then he left her and she has been looking for him ever 
since.  
 
Ruprecht decides to join Renata in her travels and hopes to become her lover. 
Renata is eager to leave the rooms where she is being accused of being a prostitute, and 
continue to look for Heinrich. The Landlady brings in a fortune teller who predicts 
Renata bloody destiny. Ruprecht is furious and tries to attack the fortune teller but his 
knife is stopped by the supernatural forces. Renata and Ruprecht leave the rooms. 
 
Scene 2. Renata is reading a book on magic. Ruprecht is tired of looking for Heinrich but 
Renata will not give up. She also will not become Ruprecht’s lover, as she is still 
possessed by her Angel. Jacob Glock brings in two books on magic and promises 
Ruprecht to find another important cabbalistic study later in the day. Renata starts 
conjuring spirits. Knocks are heard on the walls, and both Renata and Ruprecht are 
excited and expect Heinrich to appear. As no one comes, Renata is desperate. Jacob 
Glock returns to take Ruprecht to Agrippa, an important magician posing as a scientist. 
 
Scene 3. In Agrippa’s study, Ruprecht is questioning him about matters of science and 
magic. Agrippa is convinced that the real magician is actually a scientist and 
a philosopher. 
 
Scene 4. Renata waits in front of Heinrich’s house. She sees Ruprecht who returns from 
Agrippa, and implores him to kill Heinrich and revenge her humiliation. Ruprecht, first 
in shock, finally agrees to a duel and challenges the Count. While he is talking 
to Heinrich, Renata repents again and tries to prevent Ruprecht from killing her Angel. 
Ruprecht leaves for the duel. 
 
Scene 5. At the duel, Ruprecht falls wounded. Mathias, his second, brings Renata to see 
him and goes for a doctor. Renata declares finally her love to Ruprecht, and the Doctor 
promises to save his life. 
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Act II 
Scene 1. Ruprecht is healed. He asks Renata to marry him, but she believes that their 
relationship is a sin. Her destiny is to look for salvation at the monastery. She leaves. 
 
Scene 2. Looking for Renata, Ruprecht finds himself at the tavern where Mephistopheles 
is amusing himself by eating a little boy and then bringing him back to life. His 
companion, Faust, complains about Mephistopheles silly tricks. Both travelers invite 
Ruprecht to join them in their trip. 
 
Scene 3. The monastery. Mother Superior has called the Inquisitor to defeat the spirits 
torturing Renata. When the Inquisitor arrives and performs the exorcism, other nuns 
become affected by the demons. Renata denies her guilt and attacks the Inquisitor who 
accuses her for a sinful relationship with the Devil and orders to burn her at the stake. She 
triumphs over him.2 
 
                                                 
2 “The Fiery Angel,” Bolshoi Theatre of Russia, accessed March 23, 2018. 
https://www.bolshoi.ru/en/performances/20/libretto/. 
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CHAPTER 2 
PROKOFIEV’S PERSONAL LOVE TRIANGLE 
Prokofiev’s character 
In the eyes of those who surrounded him, Prokofiev’s personality was controversial, 
mysterious, and enigmatic regarding some of the composer’s life decisions. During his early 
childhood, Prokofiev showed a strong will and stubbornness. The composer was always ready to 
defend his opinion, not only for music, but for anything in which he was involved. Prokofiev’s 
character was evident in his disapprovals of and arguments with his prominent professors at the 
St. Petersburg Conservatory, mainly Anatoly Lyadov and Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov. The only 
person who Prokofiev formed a positive relationship with in his youth was his teacher in 
Sontsovka, Reinhold Glière. Later, from his studies until the rest of his life, the person who had 
the fullest understanding of Prokofiev’s character was Nikolai Myaskovsky. It was Myaskovsky 
who convinced a disappointed Prokofiev to write a symphony using material from the unrealized 
opera, The Fiery Angel, instead of a suite, which was Prokofiev’s original thought.3  
The Fiery Angel is one of Prokofiev’s major works inspired by Carolina Codina-Lina 
Llubera (1897-1989), who became his wife in 1923 during the middle of his work on the opera. 
She desperately loved Prokofiev and continued to champion Prokofiev’s music until her death in 
1989. She remained loyal to him, even after Prokofiev left her for a younger woman, Mira 
Mendelssohn (1915-1968), whom he eventually married and lived with during the last fifteen 
years of his life.  
                                                 
            3 Gregor Tassie, Nikolay Myaskovsky: The Conscience of Russian Music (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 149. 
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While working on the score during their stay in Ettal in 1922, Prokofiev was often 
rehearsing Renata’s parts from the opera with Lina, especially the duets between Renata and 
Ruprecht. This music is often incredibly emotional, revealing Prokofiev’s romantic period at that 
time. According to letters written by those who knew and collaborated with the composer, he 
rarely expressed his emotions to others; however, his music exhibited various strong feelings. 
For example, when his father died in 1910, Prokofiev appeared emotionless, but accepted this 
new reality and focused on his passionate work in music. Furthermore, this period also included 
the end of Lina and Prokofiev’s relationship with Prokofiev abandoning her love and leaving her. 
Lina reached the point of almost going mad. She was arrested in 1948 by Stalin’s security, which 
accused her of treason, espionage, and attempting to leave the USSR.4 She was brutally tortured. 
Although Prokofiev was not able to do much to help her, he did keep in contact with their sons 
Svyatoslav and Oleg, trying to maintain a relationship and support them. Interestingly, during 
these events, while he did not show much outward emotion, Prokofiev composed music 
depicting a mad woman obsessed with demons alongside a self-pitying knight who goes to any 
length to deserve her love trying to help rid her of her demonic possession.  
Writing his own librettos for his operas, including The Fiery Angel, demonstrates 
Prokofiev’s excellent writing talents and skills. With the help of Boris Demchinsky, who had 
assisted the composer with the libretto of The Gambler, Prokofiev wrote the libretto for The 
Fiery Angel, but the process was not an easy task. Based on the exchanged letters from this 
period, a tremendous disagreement arose between the writer and composer-writer about some of 
                                                 
            4 Simon Morrison, The People’s Artist: Prokofiev’s Soviet Years (Oxford: University 
Press, 2009), 307. 
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the scenes. Distinct problems occurred in the scene with Mephistopheles, where Prokofiev 
intended to describe the scene in the tavern as a parody, ridiculing the character of the evil man. 
Demchinsky did not find that idea appropriate for the scenario. Due to their mutual respect for 
each other, they finally found a compromise by bringing the legendary character of 
Mephistopheles into the storyline. It is interesting that both Prokofiev and Demchinsky were 
Christians, but according to Prokofiev (in his letter to Asafyev), Demchinsky’s soul could not be 
free of ‘Mephistophelian scribble’ in the libretto, so he could not accept the parodied position of 
Mephistopheles given in the plot.5  
 Life Love Triangle 
One of the inspirations from the novel that Prokofiev used as a source for his opera was a 
personal love triangle which Bryusov reproduced in his work. Prokofiev’s personal story was a 
love triangle itself. Though not directly related to the opera, the story of The Fiery Angel reflects 
elements of his later life. The one important difference is that Bryusov’s triangle involved a 
woman and another man, whereas Prokofiev’s triangle was with two women. As a metaphorical 
comparison, Bryusov’s story concerns the occult, magic, supernatural, evil spirits, convents, and 
demons. He invites readers to know more about Agrippa, Faust, Mephistopheles, and the 
Inquisition.6 Prokofiev’s life story features similar aspects as well: his relationships with women, 
his two sons, his travel’s in Europe and United States (with some “evils” around), and his 
freedom to perform and compose most of his time. Prokofiev’s convent becomes communist 
                                                 
5 Наталия Павловна Савкина, “Огненный Ангел” С.С. Прокофьева: К Истории 
Создания (Мoсква: Московская Консерватория, 2015), 48. 
 
            6 Valery Bruisov, The Fiery Angel, ed. Colin Wilson (London: Neville Spearman, 1975), 
xxv. 
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Russia, being literally locked there, with many evil spirits around him, with the names like 
Molotov, Voroshilov, Zhdanov, Malenkov, Beria. They all were angels or demons under the 
jurisdiction of the powerful Inquisitor, Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin. 
The following situation depicts similarities with Bryusov’s story because it occurred 
during the period when Prokofiev was beginning his work on The Fiery Angel. Namely, he was 
in a relationship with Lina, but at the same time, he was developing a close friendship with the 
actress Stella Adler. Writing in his diary, Prokofiev admitted, “I revolve between Stella and 
Linette as the earth spins between the moon and the sun.”7 One amusing situation occurred when 
he sent flowers to both women, which were mislabeled by the courier. Prokofiev did find a 
solution as to how to explain that, and from that incident on, he turned his attention to Lina and 
stepped back from Stella. Prokofiev realized that beginning a relationship with the actress would 
pose the same challenges as being together with Renata. Being Ruprecht in this case, chances for 
the composer were small that he could have possibly been happy and plan his future with the 
woman being possessed by ‘evils’ (Stella’s lifestyle and acting career). Lina perhaps won the 
battle with her “opponent,” Stella, but other women emerged who were important in his life, as 
well – the singers Vera Janacópulos and Nina Koshetz. Prokofiev was immensely occupied with 
his music, so it is difficult to state that he was flirting with these women; however, the truth is 
that he needed them because of his music and performances. Both women had an enormous role 
in his opera The Love for Three Oranges.  
                                                 
7 Simon Morrison, Lina and Serge: The Love and Wars of Lina Prokofiev (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013), 48. 
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Vera Janacópulos, a Brazilian singer from a family of Greek descent, was the woman 
who helped Prokofiev adapt The Love for Three Oranges in French for the Chicago performance 
in 1921. Lina saw her as an authoritative lady with a decent personality, hoping that Prokofiev’s 
relationship with her was professional only, besides the fact that Vera was romantically involved 
with another man at that time. After a certain struggle about the staging of The Love for Three 
Oranges, the most important thing for Prokofiev was to have his opera produced. Vera just came 
into his life at the right moment. With her help, he was able to realize his dream to produce the 
opera in the United States. 
Nina Koshetz, a Ukrainian singer who emigrated from the USSR to the U.S. in the 
1920’s, was a close friend of Prokofiev, who had helped her establish her career abroad. 
Prokofiev was incredibly fond of her voice. She premiered his “The Five Songs without Words”, 
op. 35, a piece Prokofiev dedicated to her.8 Nina was one of the leading mezzo-sopranos at that 
time, and admired Prokofiev and his music. She sang the main role of Fata Morgana in The Love 
for Three Oranges, in addition to the 1928 Koussevitzky performance of the Act II excerpts 
where Nina sang the role of the Fortune Teller in The Fiery Angel. Lina was aware of Nina’s 
singing qualities and somehow relented to her, knowing that her voice was not as powerful. 
When Prokofiev wrote another set of songs on the text by Konstantin Balmont, Lina replaced 
Nina, who refused to sing it, most likely because she did not receive a romantic response from 
Prokofiev. She subsequently began a relationship with Rachmaninov. The happiest with this 
outcome, with no doubt, was Lina. 
                                                 
            8 Harlow Robinson, Selected Letters of Sergei Prokofiev (Boston: Northeastern 
University Press, 1998), 90. 
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Two other women who inspired Prokofiev in his work were Eleonora Damskaya, a fellow 
student at the St. Petersburg Conservatory, to whom Prokofiev reported his progress of The Fiery 
Angel, and Vera Alpers, another fellow student and lifetime friend. While in Russia before they 
both came to the U.S., Prokofiev wrote to Damskaya about Nina, “She prayed with her head on 
my shoulder that heaven would send me even a single drop of love for her. She must be a great 
sinner because heaven has so far turned a deaf ear to her prayers, and she is leaving tomorrow.”9 
Returning to Lina and The Fiery Angel, she tried to give Prokofiev substantial support in writing 
the opera, involving herself in learning more about occultism and mysticism. While in Ettal, 
Prokofiev was receiving additional support from his friend Boris Bashkirov who was also 
accompanying them. Prokofiev’s mother was also there, but in his process of composing the 
opera, it seemed like he needed Lina and her inspiration the most; he was composing The Fiery 
Angel faster and more efficiently alongside her. 
Prokofiev’s choice of Germany as a location helped him find the proper atmosphere to 
work on his new opera, The Fiery Angel. Ettal was a small place in Bavaria, quiet and quaint, 
which reminded him of Renaissance Cologne under the Spanish Inquisition, as Bryusov wrote in 
his novel. Prokofiev found inspiration in the mountains and cathedrals, places which 
geographically were described in the author’s work. Lina, who was trying to make a singing 
career, traveled back and forth to Milan, telling Prokofiev about the noisy, wild carnivals in Italy. 
At this point, fully inspired, Prokofiev was enjoying his work on The Fiery Angel, having 
support from his closest people, especially Lina who sang excerpts as soon as Prokofiev had 
drafted a certain scene, so that he could make immediate revisions. The composer was in love, 
                                                 
9 Robinson, Selected Letters of Sergei Prokofiev, 161. 
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Lina was pregnant, and they were married in 1923. Much later, in 1948, Lina was arrested in 
Russia for ‘espionage’. She sentenced to twenty years in the Gulag, but was fortunately released 
after Stalin’s death in 1956. In the same year Lina was arrested, Prokofiev married Mira 
Mendelssohn. 
The story of Bryusov’s private life is not exactly the same as what happened to 
Prokofiev, whose love triangle lasted over a span of many more years. Still, some parallels can 
be made based on the whole story. Renata in The Fiery Angel abandons Ruprecht and leaves to 
find peace in a convent. Prokofiev abandoned his wife and left to find a quieter life with another, 
younger woman. In both the novel and the opera, Renata becomes tired of Ruprecht’s attempts to 
be closer to her, being so obsessed with her visions and does not have time for his feelings. 
Similarly, Prokofiev was so busy with his composing and did not have much time for expressing 
emotions for his wife. While living in Paris, whenever Lina or even his children interrupted his 
work, he would fight with her, sometimes calling her inappropriately offensive names.10 In that 
period of his life, his marriage did not seem like the most conducive solution for him. He simply 
needed freedom to compose constantly. 
The composer’s love triangle in life mirrors the relationships in the story of The Fiery 
Angel: Prokofiev – Lina – Music. Prokofiev was a cosmopolitan artist; his music was his 
passion, his credo, and his life. Retrospectively, several women were involved in his work on 
The Fiery Angel, but these “romantic” connections motivated and inspired him to achieve his 
goal: to finish successfully one of his titanic challenges, The Fiery Angel. This begs the question: 
                                                 
10 Georg Predota, “Lina and the Wolf Sergei Prokofiev and Lina Codina,” Interlude, last 
modified January 12, 2016, http://www.interlude.hk/front/lina-wolf-sergei-prokofiev-lina-
codina/. 
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What was more important? He perhaps never tried any reconciliation in his life with Lina but 
went to great lengths to produce the opera.  
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CHAPTER 3 
“CHRISTIAN” PROKOFIEV 
The first trend in artistic and aesthetic-philosophical thought that Prokofiev approached 
was futurism. He was often called a futurist in a variety of different contexts. Prokofiev did not 
declare himself a futurist, admitting that he liked to make contacts and exchange ideas with the 
futurist’ sympathizers occasionally. At the same time, Prokofiev was busy reading the translated 
works of Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), which seemed a strange counterpoint to the futurist 
ideas.11 The leader of the futurists, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti (1876-1908), spoke critically 
about the pessimism of Schopenhauer versus the optimism of the futurists. Then came his 
connection with Christian Science. 
Earlier on, Prokofiev accepted, with tremendous enthusiasm, Schopenhauer’s ideas on 
the ways of achieving psychological equilibrium, even though the German philosopher did not 
offer practical ways to achieve it. The doctrine of Prokofiev’s new religion successfully 
combined both philosophical and religious concepts, as well as practical methods for improving 
his psychophysical state. According to Prokofiev, the mind is striving for the truth about life. The 
truth more resembles a real picture of the world, an instrument for healing from various 
indispositions. Prokofiev is often called a pragmatist because of his purely practical and 
                                                 
            11 Israel Nestyev, Sergei Prokofiev: His Musical Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1946, 
55. 
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philosophical approach to life, seeing himself as a manifestation of the human essence in 
action.12 
The “biography of the opera” – which is not easy to depict chronologically – becomes 
more complicated after Prokofiev’s introduction and involvement with the ideas of the new 
religious movement. Plunging into the worldview of this American, Protestant trend and 
attending the meetings and lectures of Mary Baker Eddy’s (the founder of the Christian Science) 
followers, the composer felt a certain contradiction between these ideas and the content of The 
Fiery Angel. He wrote in his diary, “Walking today, I asked myself a direct question: given that 
the subject of The Fiery Angel is in direct opposition to Christian Science, why am I still working 
on it? Either I have not fully thought this through, or I am not being honest with myself. If I 
seriously accept Christian Science then I should not be devoting day after day to its adversary.”13 
All of these thoughts even led him to the thought of destroying the opera. Fortunately, his wife 
Lina made him change his mind, convincing him to continue its creation, which had already been 
given so much concerted power and energy.14  
The Fiery Angel contains curious reasoning as well as questions related to the field of 
religion and philosophical problems. Among them, the problem of the existence of God, the 
qualities of the Divine, problems of immortality, the ‘evil’ world, the ‘diabolical’ nature of fear 
and death, and the relationship between the spiritual and physical states of a person. In the 
                                                 
12 David Nice, Prokofiev: From Russia to the West 1891-1935 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2003), 134. 
 
13 Antony Phillips, Sergei Prokofiev: Diaries 1924-1933 Prodigal Son (London: Faber 
and Faber, 2012), 374.  
           
14 Morrison, Love and Wars, 109. 
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article, “Prokofiev: The Diversity of Artistic Consciousness,” Michail Tarakanov touches on the 
important issue of the connection between The Fiery Angel and symbolism, which suddenly 
appears clearly and distinctly.15 
The greatest difficulty in translating Prokofiev’s text into the operatic libretto was that 
Bryusov’s novel was written in the genre of memoir literature. For example, Ruprecht’s speech 
in the novel is a narrative of events occurring in the past. It is important for him to describe, in 
detail, the phenomenon that emerges beyond ordinary life. Therefore, the lengthy narrative of 
Ruprecht has a chronicle characteristic. 
Prokofiev’s idea was to depict the libretto in an operatic fashion, intensifying the 
dramatic action with the help of the massive orchestra, in order to create the tension between 
humanity and supernatural events. From the musical and dramatic aspects, the conversation 
between Ruprecht and Agrippa is one of the most developed as well as Renata’s episode with the 
ghost. Both scenes are full of emotion and expressive elements, supported by carefully crafted 
orchestration. These scenes are magnificent examples of Prokofiev’s theatrical thinking rather 
than his religious inclinations. The composer’s intent was to show the extreme contrast and 
psychological conditions of the main characters: the mystical horror of Renata and the 
bewilderment of Ruprecht. Prokofiev’s main motive was to describe the invisible world in a 
historical perspective: from the oldest myths about love between gods and mortals, Christian 
folklore, Manichaeism (religious or philosophical dualism), and Zoroastrianism (monotheistic 
religion), to medieval “plots about phenomena.” 
                                                 
15 Вера Сергеевна Гаврилова, Стилевые и Драматургические Особенности Оперы 
С.С. Прокофьева “Огненный Ангел,” (PhD diss., Государственный институт 
искусствознания [State Institute of Art Studies], 2013) Москва, 2004, 8. 
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Prokofiev’s relationship with religion was active but independent. Earlier, he was 
baptized in the Orthodox Church, thus becoming familiar with all its rites and ceremonies. The 
composer also left many records of his thoughts about the religion, the conflict between faith and 
mind, and his distrust and skepticism regarding church doctrines. In 1924, Prokofiev declared 
that he did not believe in the Church. His spiritual world was the place where he could focus on 
his mission to compose music. 
In the first version of The Fiery Angel where Renata dies in the dungeon, Prokofiev 
intended to complete the last scene with the riot in the monastery, which was already formed 
musically. The second redaction occurred at the same time he accepted Christian Science, which 
he became occupied with in his faith more and more. That is likely the reason the history of The 
Fiery Angel depicts many evolutions. As Natalia Savkina, one of the most approachable scholar 
for Prokofiev’s opera The Fiery Angel, said in her research, “Collision of diametrically opposed 
views on the plot of the opera is inseparable from the notions of the peculiarities and evolution of 
the religiousness of the composer.”16 
The Fiery Angel, especially in the image of Renata, reflects one of the most important 
characteristics of the orthodox consciousness: A Catholic worldview separates beings from the 
region of the supernatural, the blessed, and the underworld of unnatural. The same being lives 
under the laws and rules of God, the realm of the natural. Russian spirituality divides the world 
in two parts: the lot of the light and the lot of the darkness. Prokofiev was conscious of the ways 
in which people would eventually approach The Fiery Angel. His belief in the Christian Science 
                                                 
16 Наталия Павловна Савкина, “Огненный Ангел” С.С. Прокофьева: К Истории 
Создания (Мoсква: Московская Консерватория, 2015), 199. 
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was optimistic because the center of it resides in the man, the human being. The belief was that 
human philosophy makes God human and Christian Science makes a man godlike.17 After The 
Fiery Angel, Prokofiev admitted that, along with his second symphony, he was finishing the 
‘dark’ period in his composing, and in third symphony he would introduce the new ‘light’ 
period.18 
 
                                                 
17 Simon Morrison, Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement (Berkeley: University of  
California Press, 2002), 301. 
 
 18 Simon Morrison, Sergei Prokofiev and His World (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2008), 561. 
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CHAPTER 4 
“DEMONIC” PROKOFIEV 
Prokofiev’s first introduction to opera fostered in him a great interest in magic and the 
occult. During his first trip to Moscow in 1900, Prokofiev had a chance to see Faust by Charles 
Gounod. Prokofiev’s mother Maria told him the story about the old scholar Faust, who accepted 
an offer from the devil, sold him his soul, became young, and started living a life of pleasures. 
All this was impressive to young Prokofiev. Two scenes remained influential as he developed as 
a composer - one in Act II, when Mephistopheles cracks the sword of the soldier Valentin in the 
wine bar ‘Auerbachs Keller;’ the other scene being in Act V, the ‘Walpurgisnacht’ episode, with 
skeletons, demons, witches, the entertainment of Faust and Mephistopheles at the banquet with 
the women.  
Prokofiev was too young to express the musical effects of the Gounod’s opera at that 
time, but many of the sounds were probably reflected in his later opera The Fiery Angel. He 
adopted some other features from Faust, most notably the scene with the skeletons. Prokofiev 
created an image of the devil, how the devil was supposed to look, his function, and his 
appearance (black or white). The influence of Faust can be seen mostly in the scenes with 
choruses of nuns and demons knocking on the walls of Renata’s room. Overall, Prokofiev 
remained loyal to his main goal in The Fiery Angel: to dramatically emphasize the spirit of the 
happenings in the past, the story told by a man, on this occasion, by the traveler Ruprecht. 
Another influence Prokofiev carried from his youth to The Fiery Angel were the operas by 
Rimsky-Korsakov, especially Kitezh and The Golden Cockerel, as well as Wagner’s Der Ring 
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des Nibelungen. These pieces impressed the young composer immensely with the complexity in 
the scenes and orchestration, as well as the leitmotifs for the main characters.  
When Vsevolod Meyerhold translated Gozzi’s play The Love for Three Oranges in 1914 
and suggested that Prokofiev write an opera, his intention for the composer was to integrate 
commedia dell’arte in traditional numbers. A complete twist happened a few years later with The 
Fiery Angel. With this opera, the composer incorporated the “real” audience into the action, as 
well as placing a “fictional” audience on the stage.19 What is similar though, is the role of 
Mephistopheles, shown as a clown and a cheater, almost like Fata Morgana in Love for Three 
Oranges.  
Prokofiev made some dramatic changes between the two scores of The Fiery Angel, one 
from 1923 and the other from 1927. In the original version, Renata’s imagination produces 
metaphysical events that she believes are real. In the second revised version, Prokofiev 
introduces musical motifs and verbal elements, which designate that the happenings may be 
truthful. The conflict between the “Christian” Prokofiev and the “Demonic” Prokofiev manifests 
in his controversial character. In the first version, Prokofiev describes Renata the same way as 
Bryusov does in the novel, with her mysterious relationship with the demons knocking on her 
walls. Agrippa and Ruprecht are represented as agnostics when it comes to magic and the occult; 
Count Heinrich is a scientist, who also does not believe in black magic. As a religious 
culmination, Renata chooses to die alone, despite Ruprecht’s efforts to rescue her from the 
convent. Prokofiev removed the scene that was in the novel where Ruprecht experiences a 
witches’ Sabbath, explaining that it would lose the effect for the audience, because the stage 
                                                 
 19 Morrison, Russian Opera and the Symbolist Movement, 260. 
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cannot depict that kind of mystical event. In the revised version, the natural and supernatural 
accompany each other, with Prokofiev managing to create close relations between religious and 
earthly events. A fine example of this is the scene where Ruprecht tries to help Renata rid her of 
the possessions, and with the assistance of Glock, gets involved in black magic. Here, 
Prokofiev’s symbolistic manifestation is more obvious. 
Specifically, in the version from 1927, Prokofiev stylized the plot of the opera, using the 
supernaturalization of the characters, dehumanizing them all, with the exception of Ruprecht. 
The opera ends in chaos, not with a happy ending, nor with order. It remains undefined if Madiel 
and his incarnation of Count Heinrich are good or evil messengers coming from heaven or hell. 
The mystery increases because they do not speak nor sing, so it is difficult to identify their 
existence. Renata is delusional, desperate, and has a ruined mental state. Agrippa of Nettesheim 
is depicted as an enigmatic necromancer, applying mysterious experiments to demonstrate his 
power. The Fortune Teller and Jacob Glock are the other two strong representatives of the 
supernatural. 
A significant change that Prokofiev made in the Act V of the 1927 version was when 
Ruprecht and Mephistopheles arrive in the convent not to save Renata, but to watch her trial led 
by the Inquisitor and Archbishop of Trier, who, despite being accused by the nuns for his 
devilishness, executes his punishment over the hopeless Renata. Perhaps one of the similarities 
between The Fiery Angel and Faust lies in the scene where Ruprecht, this time, asks Faust and 
Mephistopheles for help, after Renata’s disappearance. The idea arises that the knight, weak in 
his ability to do anything alone, sells his soul to the devil in the same way as Faust sold his soul 
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to Mephistopheles in Gounod’s Faust and is another element of symbolism that Prokofiev 
highlights in his libretto. 
One of the most impactful elements towards the ending of the opera is Prokofiev’s vision 
of the orgies in the convent. This scene may be a reason why many theatres refused to stage it 
during his lifetime. Bryusov focused more on the theological aspect of the text in his novel, 
seeing Renata’s punishment as an only solution after all the nuns succumb to her demons. Does 
this idea show Renata more like a whore, an immoral, devilish, unscrupulous, wicked woman, 
who deserves the cruelest sentence? There are several different ways of how to look at it, but 
most likely it seems that Prokofiev was simply having fun creating such a bizarre scene.  
Hoping that in 1930 the Metropolitan Opera would perform The Fiery Angel, Prokofiev 
was ready to make additional changes, such as adding two new scenes, which remained 
unrealized. In the first one, Renata is terrorized by peasants because they believe that she is the 
one who bewitched Count Heinrich who became a victim of her evil forces. The second scene is 
supernatural, where Renata brings Ruprecht to her Angel’s place trying to convince Ruprecht 
that Madiel is good and that he was sent by God. Prokofiev’s idea was to rationalize her 
obsession toward the angel. 
Scottish musicologist Rita McAllister makes a convincing argument in her analysis of 
The Fiery Angel. Regarding the 1927 revision, McAllister points out that the score is, “a dim and 
dark surrealistic world where figures act as in a nightmare. The feeling persists that the 
characters on the stage do not exist only as their human or subhuman selves but act as part of 
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some deeper plan.”20 She also emphasizes the fact that, “Prokofiev requires that we accept the 
supernatural as a real and constant presence.”21 
 In retrospect, through the process of revisions, the differences and transitions in 
Prokofiev’s point of view of the characters in The Fiery Angel are notable. In general, the main 
concept, and the major conflict in the opera are between good and evil, human and Godless. 
Prokofiev’s Christianity is reflected in the scenes where good is presented, and his “demonic” 
intentions are demonstrated in all of the devilish scenes. No matter the prior goal Prokofiev had 
for The Fiery Angel, he incorporated theatrical elements full of symbolic transformations to 
create a musical drama complete with tension, uncertainty, and excitement. It is not a surprise as 
to why in one of his letters to Myaskovsky, he called The Fiery Angel his ‘animal’.22 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
 20 Ibid., 262. 
 
 21 Rita McAllister, “Natural and Supernatural in 'The Fiery Angel,'” The Musical Times 
111, No. 1530 (August,1970), 787. 
 
 22 Nice, Prokofiev: From Russia, 247. 
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CHAPTER 5 
MYSTERY AND CONTRADICTION 
If the opera The Fiery Angel possesses both mystery and contradictions in its plot, then 
much mystery and contradiction also existed in Prokofiev’s life. Perhaps, as result of his 
curiosity as a child, Prokofiev’s ideas and thoughts towards life sometimes seemed strange in the 
eyes of his friends and relatives. At eight years old, after seeing Borodin’s Prince Igor and 
Gounod’s Faust, he was inspired to write his own opera with some mysterious characters. He 
wrote The Giant, describing a terrible giant and his power over humans.23 What was already 
contradictory was that Prokofiev did not care much about censorship from the Russian 
monarchy, and he finished the opera with the giant defeating the king. 
During his conservatory years, Prokofiev possessed some level of arrogance, but also 
built a strong confidence in his style. He enjoyed criticizing other students and rejecting any 
criticism from others toward his music and personality. He earned the reputation of an enfant 
terrible, but, interestingly, he somehow enjoyed it to a certain extent. Perhaps because of his 
character, he was constantly attracted to the topics which consisted of some mysterious knots. 
Before composing his third opera, Prokofiev, at sixteen years of age, turned his attention to the 
world with his piano piece Navazhdeniia (Suggestion diabolique).  
The Fiery Angel is full of mystery itself. It has already been mentioned that Prokofiev 
wrote two significant versions of the plot in his libretto, emphasizing his characters more, 
making them less human, and even adding more supernatural elements in his last revision. 
Contradiction resides in the fact that Bryusov did not have any religion, yet Prokofiev did. 
                                                 
            23 Victor Seroff, Victor, Sergei Prokofiev: A Soviet Tragedy (New York: Taplinger 
Publishing Company, 1979), 21. 
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Prokofiev was contradictory in his beliefs in church doctrines, yet still accepted Christian 
Science.  
It is interesting to speculate on the reasons Prokofiev’s focus drastically changed from 
composing the comedy (The Love for Three Oranges) to the subject of the dark periods of 
medieval Germany (The Fiery Angel). During that period, he faced some happy accidents, 
making decisions as to which women he would continue his romantic journey, knowing that he 
experienced some adventurous, flirting situations with several of them.24 As a contradiction to 
Prokofiev’s private life, Russia was facing the October Revolution. Despite all of these facts, it 
seemed that Prokofiev in his musical world did not differentiate the topics in his works much. He 
was simply curious, reading large amounts of different types of literature, so it was easy for him 
to pick a suitable topic and translate it into his music language. 
In the beginning of the twentieth century, cultural and intellectual life in Russia fell under 
the influence of beliefs and doctrines of the occult – mystical, magical practices and credence in 
supernatural phenomena. One of the artists who certainly influenced the Russian Symbolists was 
Félicien Rops (1833-1898), with his very famous statement, “Man is possessed by woman, and 
woman is possessed by the Devil.”25 Valery Bryusov, otherwise agnostic, became involved in 
this mysterious movement, actively studying Spiritism and magic. Regarding his inspiration for 
the novel, poet Andrei Bely once said about Bryusov, “He believes there is a forty percent 
chance that God exists, a forty percent chance that there is no God, and the decisive twenty go to 
                                                 
 24 Morrison, Love and Wars, 48.  
 
 25 Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, ed., The Occult in Russian and Soviet Culture (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1997), 123. 
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skepticism.”26 Prokofiev, reading the novel, showed interest in learning more about the idea of 
Black Mass. This mass was an inversion of the Latin Traditional Mass, a travesty of the Roman 
Catholic Mass in the worship of Satan, presented Satan as a hero. The topic of the Black Mass 
could be found in Mussorgsky’s Night on Bald Mountain (Walpurgisnacht scenes), Guaita’s 
Temple de Satan, and Goethe’s Faust. While working on the libretto, Prokofiev studied the folk 
elements of occultism, hoping to learn more about the following natures of this mysterious 
movement: 1) Goety – the invocation of spirits; 2) Chiromancy – divination (seeking knowledge 
by supernatural) using the hand; 3) Crystallomancy – divination with crystals and mirrors; and 4) 
Geomancy – divination using signs taken from the earth.27 
Prokofiev also became fond of the mysterious behavior of Renata, seeing her as an erotic 
woman with psychophysical deviations: sometimes as an insane person, other times as a 
perverted woman, and sometimes as a witch. Ruprecht was a mortal with a developed sexual 
affection and obsession toward Renata. He became trapped in his mysterious journey intending 
to rescue Renata from the demons, involving himself with paranormal people, like Agrippa, 
Faust, and Mephistopheles. The entire chaos, where no one seems quite normal, including the 
Inquisitor, resulted in a massive, powerful, and contradictory final scene of the opera, full of 
perverse eroticism and total confusion. This ending, without doubt, brought satisfaction to 
Prokofiev, who proved his justification to continue his work on the opera, especially in the days 
when he hesitated to finish it or not because of his new religion. 
                                                 
 26 Dan Ungurianu, Plotting History: The Russian Historical Novel in the Imperial Age 
(Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2007), 304. 
 
 27 Morrison, Russian Opera and the Symbolist, 265. 
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Going back to the beginning of the story about The Fiery Angel, one mystery might 
always remain unsolved: the cause of Prokofiev selecting such a dark subject in the period of 
mostly a happy, adventurous, and artistic life. What is known is his statement after some 
unsuccessful negotiations about The Love for Three Oranges, “I suppose the unwise stubborn 
streak in me got the upper hand: as one opera had not come off, I would write another.”28 One 
sure aspect, with his unstoppable creative invention, was that Prokofiev was capable of creating 
any subject, no matter the nature, suitable to his musical thought. An important piece of evidence 
for that is the music itself in The Fiery Angel. 
Another puzzling moment, or perhaps just the pure stubbornness of Prokofiev, was his 
constant battle for recognition and fame inside and outside of his country. It is mysterious as to 
why he tried so hard to succeed in United States, after several failures and his self-convincing 
opinion that people there were simply not ready to accept “new” music.29 In his last stay in 
America, he did have a chance to stay and work in Hollywood, but his contradictory excuse – his 
children – was cited for his return to the USSR. Not long after that, he left his wife Lina and his 
children, Sviatoslav and Oleg, for Mira Mendelssohn with another excuse: that Mira was ready 
to commit suicide if he did not remain with her. This whole situation presents his personal love 
triangle in his life, a reflection foreshadowed in Bryusov’s novel and his opera The Fiery Angel. 
After his death, many of the important artists expressed their thoughts related to the great 
composer, discovering some very intimate and passionate characteristics of Prokofiev’s 
personality. One situation, which seems controversial, was addressed by the director Sergei 
                                                 
 28 Lawrence and Elisabeth Hanson, Prokofiev: The Prodigal Son (London: Cassell, 
1964), 102. 
 
 29 Nestyev, Sergei Prokofiev: His Musical Life, 79. 
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Eisenstein (1898-1948) about Prokofiev mentioning the composer’s qualities, precision, 
accuracy, and professionalism while they were working on his films, particularly Alexander 
Nevsky. He said, “Prokofiev works like a clock. This clock neither gains nor loses. At night we 
look at the new sequence of film, by morning the new sequence of music will be ready for it. My 
mind is always easy because I know that exactly at 11:55 a.m. a small dark automobile will come 
through the gates of the film studio. Prokofiev will get out of the car. In his hands will be the 
next piece of music for Alexander Nevsky.”30 This is an extraordinary contradiction in the 
situation with Bruno Walter who accused Prokofiev of causing the materials for the production 
to be late before he cancelled the staging of The Fiery Angel. There is no doubt of Prokofiev’s 
exactness and focus (considering his well-documented skills of as a masterful chess player). 
Even though he never was able to realize and appreciate the production of it, opera theaters 
around the world benefit from Prokofiev’s genius through one of the most powerful operas in the 
twentieth century, The Fiery Angel. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
 30 Lawrence and Elisabeth Hanson, Prokofiev: The Prodigal Son (London: Cassell, 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 
Prokofiev’s personal life dictates the flow of The Fiery Angel, revolving around a love 
triangle, accompanied by numerous eccentric, mysterious and demonic characters. His personal 
struggle to find himself, his love, and his faith relates to the unique musical interpretation of the 
characters in the opera. The Fiery Angel may have started as an analysis of the feminine position 
and the social aspect of life in medieval Germany, as well as Prokofiev’s interest in occultism 
and black magic. Later, Prokofiev grew to find his personal story reflected in Bruysov’s, full of 
struggles, dreams, doubts, and decisions. 
In setting this story as an opera, Prokofiev had to choose between two diametrically 
opposite portrayals of the same situation: realistic or unrealistic. The storyline of the novel is 
based on the disclosure of the mystical consciousness of the main character Renata in dialogue 
with the contrasting personality presented by a figure of the author, Ruprecht. The psychological 
dispute of uncertainty reflected in the characters all throughout the opera, as well as their new 
roles and fears, make this opera unique.  The fate of numerous unsuccessful attempts to produce 
of The Fiery Angel was no less difficult than the history of its creation. During Prokofiev’s time, 
the Soviet Union was not interested in the topic of occultism. Similarly, in the West, Prokofiev’s 
negotiations with various theaters in Germany, France, and the U.S. had not led to any success. 
Prokofiev’s real-life love triangle is represented through his own journey of self-
discovery, his relationship with Lina, and his dedication to his music. Though his return from the 
U.S., figuratively speaking, he created as his own personal “convent.” Russia was under the 
Communist system. The character Renata knew she would die in her convent. With many of his 
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friends and collaborators lost to Joseph Stalin and the political regime, Prokofiev knew he, too, 
was close to death. Stalin was his “inquisitor.” In an ironic twist of fate, Prokofiev and Stalin 
died on the same day. Prokofiev’s funeral was modest, with no flowers, as all of the flowers had 
been used for Stalin’s funeral, just hours before. Through The Fiery Angel, Prokofiev expressed 
what every composer tries to capture – the bare (im)perfect soul of the human: the fear of being 
exposed, the struggle to commit to true love, and the will to find the real faith within. 
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